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      It was the most beautiful wedding cake Cara DeLuca had ever seen. Three architecturally perfect layers of frosted purity designed to make women drool and men feign disinterest as soon as it was rolled out on a wobbly serving cart to the center of the harshly lit ballroom. Undoubtedly, a slice costs thirty, maybe forty-five extra minutes of kicking the bag at the gym.

      Cara checked that thought to the tune of screeching tires in her head. In a previous lifetime, she had measured every bite in push-ups and treadmill minutes, piling on laps in the pool to punish the slightest infraction. Old Cara would be looking for an excuse to slip out of a wedding reception before the cake so she could work off the chicken or fish entrée, and she had several options for how she did that. New Cara—healthy Cara—shouldn’t need to count every bite and worry if she had passed over onto the wrong side of the fifteen-hundred-calorie border.

      But only an amazing cake could tempt her.

      Cutting into the slice on the Limoges dessert plate, Cara slipped it past her lips, chewed slowly, and swallowed.

      Ugh.

      Dry, pedestrian, uninspired. No one knew better than Cara the truth behind that old adage about looks being deceiving. This cake might have been the bride’s dream, but a single bite confirmed the suspicions Cara had formed the day she was roped in to salvage her cousin Gina’s wedding. About ten minutes after the official planner had finally thrown up her hands in despair and gone running to the nearest sanatorium—read: palm-tree-lined, sandy beach.

      This wedding was cursed.

      It wasn’t so much her cousin’s insistence on the stab-your-eyes-out pink, fishtail-hemmed bridesmaid dresses or her requirement that she must have both a Neil Diamond string quartet for the cocktails and an all-girl Neil Diamond tribute band, the Sweet Carolines, for the dancing.

      Neither did Cara mind organizing last-minute fittings for a wedding party of twelve, or a reception for two hundred ravenous Italians. As for corralling the ovary-explodingly cute ring bearers? Child’s play, though Father Phelan had drawn the line at chocolate Lab pups traipsing down the aisle behind ankle biters who could barely stay upright.

      No, that was manageable and managing was what Cara did best. Where it all went undeniably south was at the joint bachelor-bachelorette party in Las Vegas. This type of thing had become de rigueur, and as much as Cara would have liked to put down the poker chips and back away slowly, she’d felt it incumbent on herself to manage that, too. A gaggle of drunk-off-their-butts DeLuca women needed her superior wrangling skills to make sure they had a wild and crazy, but safe, time. Unfortunately, her usually sober view had been crusted over by one colossally stupid mistake. A six-foot-tall, amber-eyed, mussed-up-haired mistake.

      She should have stayed home in Chicago.

      Thinking on those events of one week ago sent renewed fury roiling through her body.

      She could fix it. She would fix it. As soon as she got through this day.

      Slowly, she surveyed the room and tried to breathe herself to calm in the face of the happiness onslaught. Her father—Il Duce to his daughters—held court at the elders’ table after spending most of the meal bounding in and out of the hotel kitchen. Ensuring his menu was followed to exact specifications, no doubt. His queen, Francesca, rocking regal now that her corn-silk-blonde hair had returned to its pre-cancer glory, wore a familiar upward tilt on her lips as she viewed the dance floor high jinks. Cara tracked her mom’s gaze to a flash of flailing arms among the writhing bodies. Oh, you’ve got to be kid—

      “I’m beginning to have second thoughts.” A crisp, British voice intruded on her internal scold.

      Jack Kilroy, her boss and future brother-in-law, wrinkled his patrician nose and lay down his fork primly.

      “If you can’t even get the cake right, Cara, I’m not sure I should be entrusting you with the most important day of my life,” he added with just enough of that divo tone to remind her why she was glad he was marrying her sister, Lili, in six weeks, and not her. Having worked with Jack as his TV producer when he was the Jack Kilroy—ragingly successful restaurateur, cooking show icon, and tabloid meat—and now, as the private events manager for his Chicago restaurant, Sarriette, she was comfortably familiar with his moods and tics. Jack was almost as controlling as Cara, and that type never made it onto her dance card. The one that had turned yellow from disuse. At least until Las Vegas.

      “The cake was a done deal before I became involved but don’t fret your pretty head,” she said, enjoying immensely how his face darkened at her patronizing tone.

      Gun. Fish. Barrel.

      “You’ve requested the most spectacular, stylish, knock-’em-dead—” “Artistic, poetic, avant-garde,” Lili picked up, a little breathlessly.

      Cara smiled up at her sister, newly arrived after cutting a rug on the boards.

      “Wedding to end all weddings,” Cara finished while Jack pulled his fiancée onto his lap despite her whiny protests. It was a cute playact they did that would have turned her stomach at its sheer preciousness if it had been anyone else. The ache she felt in her belly could only be that cardboard cake talking.

      “You shall have the wedding you’ve wanted since you were a little girl, Jack,” continued Lili, touching his forehead in the style of a fairy godmother before dropping a kiss on his lips.

      “You’re so cheeky,” Jack said. “Engaged for almost a year and still no joy. I’m told I’m very eligible, you know.”

      “Been reading your old Vanity Fair fluff pieces again, Jack?” Cara asked. There was a time when you couldn’t turn around without seeing Jack’s handsome mug on a magazine, billboard, or TV screen. Cara wondered if he missed it. Achieving her goal of becoming Chicago’s events queen depended on him missing it.

      “Most women are dying to walk down the aisle…” He coasted a hand along Lili’s thigh, clearly appreciative of her va-va-voom figure. Even in the bridesmaid dress from Hades, Lili looked like an advertisement for real women with those generous curves.

      Thin women are just as real, Cara’s inner therapist whispered.

      “But this one has no interest in the fairy tale,” Jack went on. “Complete with Prince Charming.”

      Lili rolled her eyes affectionately. “I’m happy to go quietly to city hall, but if you insist, I’ll indulge you.”

      “Sweetheart, indulge me a little now,” Jack said and pulled her in for a kiss.

      Cara loosed a sigh and tried to reel in her envy at how Lili and Jack stared at each other to the exclusion of anyone else, the secret messages that needed no words, and their unmistakable joy at being in each other’s company. Just seeing how much Jack loved her sister made Cara’s cynical heart grow larger. Not three times, but maybe one and a half.

      If anyone deserved the fairy tale, it was Lili. Her younger sister had carried the weight of family obligations during their mother’s battle with breast cancer while Cara had folded up like a Pinto in a head-on collision with a semi. Cara owed Lili, and she was going to repay a fraction of that debt by planning her dream wedding down to the finest detail—even if her sister didn’t know she wanted it yet.

      “How’s the cake?” Lili asked Cara once Jack let her come up for air. Her gaze slid to the slice, lying listlessly on the scallop-edged dessert plate.

      “Not so great,” Cara said. “Don’t worry, we’ll have something much better for your big day.” She already had an artiste in mind and if he was good enough for Oprah’s farewell do—

      “Cake’s sorted,” Jack announced.

      “What?” Cara asked, but the tingle she felt as the word spilled out told her she should be asking “Who?” She didn’t even have to hear his name; her traitorous body was already on board.

      “My secret weapon.” Jack chuckled and nodded to the dance floor.

      Cara followed his gaze and by some Moses-like miracle, the tangle of bodies parted to reveal the weapon himself.

      Shane Doyle. He of the Irish eyes, devastating dimple, and incredibly dorky dance moves.

      The Sweet Carolines were playing the eponymous tune and Shane was waving his hands in the air, alternating between an interpretive dance featuring a tree and the old mime-trapped-in-a-box routine. Maisey, one of the servers at Sarriette and Shane’s dance partner, was holding tight to her side because apparently Shane wasn’t just bustin’ moves; he was bustin’ guts as well. From twenty feet away, Cara could hear him hollering about how good times never seemed so good.

      The well of anger bubbled in her chest again. Shane shouldn’t even be here, but after just a couple of weeks in Chicago, he had made himself right at home and finagled an invitation to the wedding as Maisey’s plus one. Well, she could have him.

      Cara was gearing up to drag her eyes away—any moment now—when a rather daring pivot landed him in a face-off with their table. One eyebrow arched. He held her stare. And then he winked. Which he had no damn right to do after what had happened between them a week ago in Sin Freaking City.

      “No,” she said firmly, turning away from those chocolate-drop eyes set in that ridiculously fine face. Not just fine, but friendly and cheerful and, oh hell, mostly fine.

      “No, what?” asked Jack.

      “No, we can’t use Shane.” When Jack’s expression turned curious, she hastily added, “He’s too new and he’s got far too much on his plate trying to get up to speed at the restaurant. Let me remind you that you’ve given me a very tight timeline here. Less than two months to plan the kind of shindig you want means I can’t leave anything to chance.”

      Though Jack and Lili had been engaged for close to a year, Lili had only recently pulled the trigger on the wedding planning now that she was settled into her MFA program at the School of the Art Institute. Jack was champing at the bit to make Lili into Mrs. Jack Kilroy, but her sister refused to be pushed. That summed up their relationship in a nutshell.

      Jack and Lili shared a meaningful glance. Cara hated when they did that. “Something happened in Vegas and it clearly hasn’t stayed there,” Lili said. “We all know you slept with him.”

      Recrimination simmered in Cara’s gut. If only it were that simple. Not that sex was ever simple, but at least they could put that in the ancient history column and move on.

      “I didn’t know.” Jack’s brow knitted furiously. “Cara, tell me it’s not true.”

      “It’s not true,” Cara repeated, sort of truthfully. She hadn’t slept with anyone in too long to recall and even then, she, or he, never stayed overnight. It was one of her rules, or it had been until a week ago when she woke up with a screaming hangover and a big lug of an Irishman twined around her body.

      “You destroyed my last pastry chef,” Jack said. “Shane’s been here only a couple of weeks and you’ve already got your hooks into him.”

      “Now, now, Jack,” Lili soothed. “You can’t tell your employees who they can and can’t be with.”

      “Oh, yes, I can. She made Jeremy cry. The poor guy left because Cara stomped all over him.”

      Cara bristled, then covered with a languid wave. Everyone’s impression of her was of a woman who took no prisoners when it came to life and love—an impression she did little to dispel.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. Jeremy and I went on one date and it didn’t work out. Can I help it if you employ weak-willed mewling kittens just so you can surround yourself with yes-men who’ll bow down and kiss your ring?”

      The man had cried, though.

      Lili’s unearthly blue eyes zeroed in on Cara, making her shiver with their perspicacity. “So if you didn’t do the deed with Shane, what happened? You hightailed out of that Vegas hotel like you were auditioning for Girl Being Chased Number Two.”

      “Nothing happened. We just had a few drinks and that’s it. Nobody got stomped on.” Much. She felt her head cant slightly in Shane’s direction. It completely sucked to have no control over her body.

      And then as if she had summoned him out of thin air, he was there. The distance from dance floor to table should have given her a decent interval to adjust but Shane had bounded over like a big Irish setter, throwing Cara off-kilter. Any farther and she’d be listing like the Titanic in its final moments. His hip-shot loll against the table’s edge made his ancient-looking jeans cleave fondly to his thighs, prompting Cara’s own thigh muscles to some involuntary flexing of their own.

      Who wears jeans to a wedding? While everyone else wore tuxes and dark suits, Shane was embracing the American Dream with button-fly Levis, weathered cowboy boots, and a sports jacket that stretched a little too tight over his annoyingly broad shoulders. Only after that snide thought had formed did it occur to her he had probably borrowed the jacket, likely from one of the other chefs.

      Unavoidably, her eyes inched up, up, up, taking in overlong, mink-brown hair that just begged to be raked. The melty mocha eyes with a hazelnut corona ringing the iris. The jaw scruff that hadn’t made acquaintance with a razor in a couple of days. The … oh, she could go on and on.

      So she did. Down, down, down she traveled that granite-hard body before resting her gaze on his large hands, not that she needed visual verification of their size. She distinctly remembered how big they were because she had awoken with one spread possessively across her stomach a week ago. Worse, she remembered just how devastatingly erotic Shane’s hand felt on her bare skin.

      “Sure, I’m looking for a new dance partner,” Shane said with that Irish musical lilt that did wondrous things to large segments of the American female population. Cara liked to think she was immunized against all that faith and begorrah malarkey, but she reluctantly acknowledged Shane’s accent was one of his most appealing features. Like the guy needed more help to sell the goods.

      Shaking off her appreciation, she tried to draw on all the reasons she was mad at him. “What happened to your last one?” She looked to see where the cast-off Maisey had landed but the poor girl was nowhere to be found. “Did you make her ill with all that jumping around?”

      “Ah, I’m just too much for one woman,” Shane said, exploding into that cheeky smile that had caught her attention the moment she’d entered the bar at the Paris Las Vegas Hotel. A patchwork memory of numerous drinking establishments flashed through her querulous mind. In every one, the guys had got there before the girls. And in every one, Shane Doyle had been first on his feet, motioning to his seat as soon as the lady mob arrived to meet up with the bachelor’s posse for the tandem shenanigans.

      A nice mama’s boy, she had decided. Polite and mannered. The kind of guy she usually liked to date because they let her call the shots. Where to go, what to do, how to please her. A few tears might be shed when they parted—not by her, of course—but so far it had worked out swimmingly.

      How had she messed up so spectacularly with Shane?

      The band took a break and the music switched to DJ-determined wedding classics. First up, the oom-pah booms of the “Chicken Dance,” and Cara found herself a tiny bit curious to see Shane’s interpretation.

      “We were talking about the cake,” Jack said, defaulting to his one-track mind. Marriage to Lili or bust. In telepathic communication, both chefs’ gazes slipped to the slice of maligned cake now insulting everyone by its mere presence on the table.

      Shane scoffed. “Whoever made this rubbish should be shot for crimes against pastries.” That pulled a deep laugh out of Jack and a juvenile eye roll out of Cara. Ah, chef humor. “So I’ll expect something amazing for my wedding.” He squeezed Lili’s waist. “We both will. You up for it?”

      A weird look passed over Shane’s face, clearing his cheer. If Cara didn’t know better, she would have thought he was annoyed, even angry. Which made no sense, considering what an honor it was to have Jack choose the new guy for such an important commission.

      “I would think you’d want to bring Marguerite in from Thyme,” Shane said, his voice as tight as the set of his mouth. “She’s your best pâtissière.”

      Thyme on Forty-Seventh, Jack’s New York outpost and Shane’s stomping ground until two weeks ago when he transferred to Chicago, sported any number of culinary stars, and Marguerite was the brightest of them all. Cara was with Shane on this. It wouldn’t have surprised her in the least if Jack wanted to fly the talented Frenchwoman in for the occasion.

      Shane’s mood change appeared to have passed unnoticed by Jack. “Yeah, she’s great, but I want you. You’re a wizard with desserts, and after chasing me around for months trying to get a job, I think you’re ready for the big leagues.”

      Shane smiled but it was as if the effort might result in the death of a puppy. There was something. “We could do angel food and pistachio cream, or maybe a rosemary lemon to keep the Italian theme.”

      “I like how you think,” Jack said, smiling broadly. “Keep it up and we’ll talk next week.”

      “Sure,” Shane said with a dimple blast in Cara’s direction. A return to charming, sunny Shane.

      Flustered, she felt her hand move to the still-full champagne flute she had been shunning since the toasts, but before her fingers made contact, he cocked his head. One of those Need a chaser of impaired judgment with that bubbly? head tilts that decelerated her brain. Damn the man and his caramel-hued eyes, now narrowed and holding her captive.

      “Back to the dancing,” he said.

      Cara had important things to say to Shane. Very important things. And avoiding him wasn’t going to get it done. After years of unhealthy denial, she had vowed to meet her problems head-on, so she wasn’t entirely sure why she had let a whole week go by without pulling Shane aside and telling him how it was. How it will be. She’d put it down to how busy she was ensuring Gina’s wedding wouldn’t be a complete debacle. Declining to examine that closely was about the only thing preventing her from losing her ever-loving mind.

      Before she went off on him, it might be easier to soften him up on the dance floor.

      Besides, there was something just so adorkable about his enthusiasm. She uncrossed her legs and flexed a perfectly pedied foot clad in a Jimmy Choo peep toe. Her feet looked stunning in fuchsia.

      Shane’s gaze brushed fire across Cara’s skin as he reached for her sister. “Lili, would you do me the honor?”

      Lili slid out of Jack’s lap and Cara’s heart slid into her stomach. “That’s if you don’t mind, Jack,” Shane added.

      “Oh, you wouldn’t catch Jack dead on the dance floor,” Lili said. “He’s much too image conscious.”

      “I’m not afraid of looking foolish. You’ve heard me sing,” Jack said blithely. “I draw the line at the ‘Chicken Dance,’ though.”

      “It’s ironic,” Cara said, aiming for levity after being snubbed by Shane because there was no doubt that’s what had happened here.

      “Ironically stupid,” Jack replied. “Just make sure I see daylight between you two.”

      Laughing, Shane led a willing Lili out onto the dance floor and jumped into flapping his arms with gusto. Lili fanned her hips with both hands and then moseyed into the fray with jerky hitches more appropriate to a Taser victim.

      Cara’s heart boomed at ten times the beat of the music as she fought to recover her aplomb. It was easy to see why Shane would prefer to dance with Lili, who was never afraid to get into the spirit of things. Unlike stuck-up, no-fun Cara, who needed to drink her weight in vodka to go a little bit wild.

      A buzz of her phone alarm reminded her that the next wedding planner task was imminent and that she had more important things to worry about than the mistake that had followed her home from Vegas. She would deal with Shane Doyle later.
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      If Shane were to look up “pissed off” in Roget’s Thesaurus, he had a feeling Cara DeLuca would be one of the synonyms.

      He wished that didn’t turn him on so much.

      Every time he so much as dared a glance in her direction, he got the stink eye or a nice dose of dismissive ignoring. Exactly how long could she stay mad at him?

      She’s a woman, Doyle. There’s no expiration date on female fury.

      The ballroom of this swanky hotel was filled with everyone in their Sunday best, save the horrific bridesmaids’ garb, but Cara stood an elegant head and shoulders above the crowd in a classy black number that exposed one of those beautiful shoulders to the world. That same shoulder his lips had grazed when he’d wrapped his body around her a week ago and slept the sleep of the tired, drunk, and stupid.

      Scout’s honor, his lips were only resting on her silken skin. Lying beside her in that Vegas hotel room, he hadn’t dared to kiss any part of her—beautifully curved shoulder or otherwise. Well, he was far too plastered to make a decent job of it and there was no sense in ruining the moment, not when there would be plenty of time for that later. The morning after had a tendency to throw the brilliant decisions of the night before into sharp, rueful relief.

      Instead of returning to Cara’s frosted-over table at the end of the dancing, he headed for the bar. Not to order a drink, mind you. After a childhood spent with a constantly wasted father, he’d vowed not to fall into that cycle or become the stereotype of the Irish drunk. So much for his vow of moderation. One night in Nevada had kicked his principles to the curb, leaving in their wake a night of idiotic mistakes, a throbbing head, and the wrath of a beautiful woman.

      He really should have kissed that shoulder.

      At least then, he might feel justified in his role as the fall guy, because the way Lemon Tart was carrying on, you’d swear it was all his fault. For the past week, she had known exactly where to find him—elbow deep in pastry dough at the restaurant where they both worked—but not a whit of effort had been put forth by those killer gams. She’d been avoiding him since Vegas, click-clacking in to pick up something from her office and click-clacking right out again before he could catch her. And now Miss Perfect had the nerve to look down her nose from her seat and make him feel like rubbish? Hell, he had enjoyed wiping that sour look off her face when he’d asked Lili to dance. Let her stew a while.

      Which would give Shane time to stew on Jack giving him the royal nod on his wedding cake. Shane was a great pastry chef—a stellar, award-winning pastry chef—and there was no doubt he could create something jaw dropping with both hands tied to his feet, but he had still felt blindsided by Jack’s request. This was what he wanted, wasn’t it? To prove himself, to show the arrogant, limey prick that he was worthy. A woman’s fury might have no expiration date but this job at Sarriette did. Two months max, then on to London to open his own pastry shop and start his life proper.

      More than enough time to satisfy his curiosity about the great Jack Kilroy. There was no room in the plan to take pleasure in Jack’s compliment. There was no room for any pleasant thoughts where the man was concerned at all.

      He needed to stop thinking so much. Stop being so maudlin, so melancholy. So Irish.

      Time to hit the head for a slash.

      A strong hand on his shoulder arrested his progress.

      “You’re going to miss the best bit,” Jack said, bowing to an all-female congregation now forming in the middle of the ballroom. Shane had attended and catered enough weddings to be well attuned to the signs, and today the ramp-up was as quick as he’d ever seen. Gentle nudges swiftly turned to less-than-subtle jabs as the ladies jockeyed for position.

      “Now, girls, no need for violence,” Cara said in a firm yet seductive cajole that sent a ripple to every nerve ending in Shane’s body. Silky with hints of bossy. Bet she used it in bed, or she would if she wasn’t passed out in a drunken stupor.

      “But if you really hope to be next in line down the aisle at St. Jude’s,” she continued, “remember your weapons. Nails, elbows, and, of course, heels.”

      She turned to her cousin Gina, or the munchkin bride as Jack called her, usually to her face. Gina clutched the purple and white posy bouquet, a remarkably elegant floral arrangement considering the bride’s proclivities toward the tacky. Shane’s mind scooted back to that night and recalled sharing several laughs about Gina’s “special requirements.” Cara must have slipped the sophisticated bouquet past her during a drunken moment of weakness.

      “Ready, bitches?” Gina called out and twisted away from the madding crowd, whose nostrils flared and feet pawed the hardwood floor like the bulls behind the gate at Pamplona. The dark-haired throng of Italian women was broken by Jack’s blonde half sister, Jules, who had wisely elected to hover on the edges with one eye on her six-month-old, Evan, now cradled in the arms of Cara’s mother. But like all women in thrall to the marriage scent, she inclined her body in readiness for the prize. Even cute-as-a-button Maisey with her purple-streaked hair was getting in on the act. Serious business, this.

      An amused snort from Jack let it be known the fun was only beginning. Cara’s aunt, the one with the bouffant that added a foot and change to her height, manhandled Cara from her role on the sidelines and placed her directly in the line of fire. Just as Gina’s bouquet arced over her head and landed in a shocked Cara’s hands.

      “Oh, that’s not good,” Jack said, and for not the first time in the last couple of weeks, Shane wanted to work over that GQ magazine cover face of his. Because he agreed and Shane loathed being in agreement with Jack Kilroy on anything.

      There was no way Cara could have known Shane’s position about thirty feet kitty-corner from the main action, but somehow her ice-blue gaze found him like a heat-seeking missile, binding his chest in knots tighter than the hold she had on that bouquet.

      No, not good at all.

      The ladies groaned, a rather mean-spirited response to a supposedly fun end to the wedding festivities. Cara’s expression changed from pissed to pondering as she turned the flowers over in her hand, her chilled gaze no longer on Shane. A gaze he now missed.

      Gina cocked her hips, all bridezilla spunk. “Probably wasted on you, Cara. Should I throw it again?”

      The shadow that crossed Cara’s face was impossible to miss, but it was immediately displaced by a slice of sun. Cara had a gorgeous smile, even when it was forced.

      “Sure, cuz. Go for it. Though there’s probably some bad luck associated with throwing it twice.”

      She crushed the bouquet into Gina’s hands and stalked off. Looked like a case of bygones that were never gone. Cara’s connection to her family had struck Shane as being a little warped, not that he could claim bragging rights in that area. His own history was proof enough that families were fundamentally untrustworthy.

      “Christ, weddings make people crazy,” Jack muttered, which, reluctantly, Shane found amusing given how zealous Jack was about joining the ranks of the smugly married.

      “What’s that about?” Shane asked. “Cara not big on marriage?”

      “Cara’s not big on relationships.” Jack leaned against the bar and rubbed the weathered grain before meeting Shane’s eyes, his expression flinty. “She’s very career-focused,” he added, as if that explained everything.

      Shane kept his peace. Silence usually got better results.

      “Don’t get me wrong, I’m very fond of her,” Jack continued. “But she’s so tightly wound that I pity the guy who takes her on, even for a short-term thing.” There was steel behind his words, sharp as a blade in that accent that made everything sound like an order. His eyes softened slightly, once he decided his message had made an impression on Shane.

      Message received all right, but not in the least bit understood.
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      He found her in the foyer near a large potted plant, her smooth, golden back diagonally bisected by that classy dress. Her shaking shoulders could mean only one thing: she was crying.

      Before he could touch her, she spun on her killer heels and the look she speared him with said she’d been expecting him. He’d got it wrong, though. As upset as she was, there were no tears, just frost turned to fire.

      “You took your time, Paddy.” She crossed her arms beneath her breasts, which plumped them up from B to double Ds, or that was his best guess.

      “Are you all right?”

      The morning after their night together, she’d been more embarrassed than annoyed. Too busy calling for a cab despite the never-ending train of taxis outside the hotel. Too busy looking for her shoes so she could put as much distance between them as possible. Now anger shimmered off her in waves, leaving a mottled swatch of pink across the exposed skin of her chest.

      “No—no, I’m not all right,” she hissed. “We have to fix it. It’s bad enough Jack thinks I’m some sort of man-eater with my claws embedded in your hot Irish ass. If my family finds out about this, there’ll be hell to pay.”

      Hot Irish ass? Huh, he kind of enjoyed that. He opened his mouth to make a joke, then closed it because it didn’t seem like the wisest course of action. Besides, she was right. They did have to fix it. Put it behind them and return to normal or whatever the hell passed as normal in his lately complicated life.

      The animosity prickling the air around them sizzled, making a nice counterpoint to a distant, low-rumbled rendering of “I Am…I Said,” one of Neil’s schmaltziest numbers. Guilt that he had dismissed her so cavalierly ten minutes ago constricted the space around his heart, because now he wanted nothing more than to lead her to the dance floor and hold her tight.

      Jesus, Doyle. Get your head out of your hot Irish ass and focus.

      Taking a firm step forward, he placed his palms on her golden shoulders. Might have let his hands wander over a few inches of her soft, sleek skin. Just to stop her trembling. The raw rash on her chest was fading now along with the wild-eyed fury, but her eyes were still as big as headlights. He gathered her close, willing her stiff, slender frame to soften.

      “Cara,” he said. Quiet. Soothing. As if dialing the volume down might keep her from bolting like a wounded doe. “It’s going to be okay.”

      She lifted her head and those sapphire blues knocked his heart out of his stomach and into his mouth.

      “Yes, it is,” she said, her chin strong and proud. “As soon as we get a divorce.”
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      Lake Shore Drive was a smooth ride this morning, but Shane still cursed the forty-five-mile-per-hour speed limit that stopped him from opening up the Harley full tilt. Man, he loved this machine. The vibrating hum between his legs, how the low center of gravity kept him within kissing distance of the road, the life flashing by and through him. Pastry chefs, even great pastry chefs, didn’t make much in the way of readies to start out, so blowing close to ten grand on a used Dyna Super Glide had seemed like crazy cakes, but he’d never regretted it. Needing all his money for his future business endeavor, he couldn’t afford a brand-new top-of-the-line Harley and the low rider with its wrinkled black paint and lashings of chrome made it as close to factory custom as someone in his position could get.

      Neither did it hurt that it was a PM of the highest order. Pussy Magnet.

      Angling the bike deftly, Shane narrowly avoided the danger accompanying a zippy roadster’s last-minute signal change and quickly got back on track. The last thing he needed was to be laid up for six weeks with a broken arm or worse. His oscillating sanity would not be down with that.

      Sanity was definitely at a premium these days, as was focus. Hard to focus on the road when all he could think of was Jack’s text message, which was a welcome respite from dwelling on Cara. When it rains, it pours equatorial-strength torrents on your sorry arse. He was trying to keep his cool but it was becoming ever more difficult considering the bucket load of dilemmas in his possession.

      He’d finally achieved his goal: get a job in Jack Kilroy’s restaurant. That became a reality almost a year back when he’d rolled up his pastry mat and practically begged for a pâtissier job at Thyme on Forty-Seventh in New York, the flagship of Jack’s restaurant empire. Taking a pay cut from his position under the great Anton Baillard at Maison Rouge had been a given and provoked a healthy scintilla of suspicion, but his credentials—several years in increasingly more responsible positions as pastry chef in Ireland, the UK, and beyond—had swayed Jack’s notoriously hard-to-please sous-chef Laurent Benoit. Only when he’d been hired on did he find out the bad news.

      Jack was leaving New York to move to Chicago.

      So breathing the same kitchen fumes as Jack was put on the back burner. No matter, Shane was used to simmering on the fringes. For more years than he cared to admit, he’d followed Jack’s explosion of popularity as he escorted stunning actresses to film premieres and struck male model poses on glossy magazine covers. He’d read every single interview and sopped up every juicy morsel of gossip, all with the goal of knowing more about Jack than the great chef knew about himself. Starting with the public face of Jack Kilroy was the best Shane could manage until he had a chance to personally learn about the man behind the image, which had finally come with this transfer to Jack’s Chicago restaurant, Sarriette.

      Over the last two weeks, Shane had been tossed like a rag doll inside a tornado. Working his first dinner service with Jack, he’d been so nervous he got three pastry orders wrong and suffered the pointed gaze of his boss. Intimidating for sure, but he held his own. Then for some unfathomable reason, Jack had invited him along to the stag do for his future cousin-in-law in Vegas, had even paid for it. “Team building” he’d called it, though that idea had taken a hike as soon as they hit the wall of Nevada heat. Not much team building when you’re slamming grappa all night while you wait for your girl to arrive with the rest of the famiglia.

      Jack had definitely landed on his feet with the DeLucas, all right. They were one of those typically close-knit Italian clans and Jack’s passion for Lili clearly extended to the rest of them. Family life seemed to suit him, especially now that he had Jules and Evan under his wing.

      Giving them his protection.

      Protection. Ha! Shane dropped a gear and hit the accelerator, leaping ten miles over the speed limit.

      As a kid, protection and family were alien words to Shane. A drunkard father who showered him with fists instead of love. A system that was supposed to protect a child but couldn’t see the signs spelled out in the language of broken bones. He hadn’t even known the meaning of family and now he was connected to Jack’s new family by marriage. Oh, the irony.

      And it was all because of Cara DeLuca.

      Her name had been bandied about the restaurant during Shane’s first week, spoken in hushed tones by the servers or derisive jibes by the guys on the line. It didn’t take long to figure out that the mysterious Cara had turned all the chefs down for a date, a crime enough to label her as either stuck up or lesbian, usually both. Nicknamed Lemon Tart by the brigade, she not only refused to mix business with pleasure, but apparently thought herself too above the crew to sit down and share family meal, the communal gathering that brought the full complement of staff together before service. She had taken the week off to work on her cousin’s nuptials, so he hadn’t been ready for that tall streak of sunshine to blow into the casino bar in the Paris Las Vegas Hotel and knock him off his stool.

      Cara DeLuca was the most beautiful woman Shane had ever seen.

      Strange to think such a thing when he’d worked in Paris, London, and New York, cities where you can’t jerk off without hitting a gorgeous woman, but Cara was something else.

      Structurally flawless from platinum blonde head to designer-shoe-clad toe (he didn’t know shit about designer shoes, but he felt it in his bones), legs a mile past eternity, narrow hips that still managed to sway with menace, and breasts that looked like they would fit his palms just right.

      She had looked at him. Well, not really looked, more like an assessing arc that took in the whole room, including the murder of dark-haired cousins she was leading like a very patient chaperone. Standing apart, her aloof pose might have been taken for snootiness, but then she did this lip snag thing with her teeth. A move more nervous than erotic, it changed her from a cool Hitchcockian blonde to someone who didn’t fit in quite as easily as her beauty promised. Her gaze made the return trip and settled on him, and the empty seat he had vacated for her. And that was all it took.

      He wasn’t supposed to be drinking, not after the promises he’d made to himself, but Jack’s gift to the happy couple was a nonstop booze cruise down the Sunset Strip. Another round was always there with alarming frequency and Cara’s shotgun blues were usually raised in challenge. His first mistake.

      Shoving those memories to the back of his brain, he hauled back to his current problem. The signaling ping of Jack’s text message had awoken him from a restless sleep on Tom’s sofa, an old chef pal who had put him up for the last couple of weeks. Meet me at DeLuca’s restaurant, 11 am, it said. No why, please, or thank you. Must be nice to know your word is God.

      The cool May air made for perfect bike weather on the thirty-minute ride from Chinatown to DeLuca’s Ristorante in Wicker Park, one of those trendy neighborhoods where every other business was a wine bar or a dog groomer. Jack owned a share of the veteran Italian restaurant, and the rest belonged to his future in-laws, or more specifically his future father-in-law, Tony DeLuca. Now Shane’s father-in-law, since a guy in a Hawaiian shirt had presided over his nuptials to the man’s eldest daughter.

      Nope, not weird in the slightest.

      Jack leaned against the hood of his car, some black deal that wouldn’t have looked out of place in a presidential motorcade. His eyes were peeled to his phone, his thumbs moving feverishly. Shane had never met anyone who worked as hard as Jack. When he wasn’t at the restaurant, he was checking out his other places in Europe and the US. He still showed up most mornings to receive the deliveries and he was the last one to leave at night after close down of service. No, Shane couldn’t fault him on his work ethic.

      The boss looked up and shoved his phone into his jeans pocket. “I hope I wasn’t interrupting anything,” he said, the tone one of not really giving a fuck.

      “I usually like to take a ride on my day off. Coming to this neighborhood is as good as any.” Shane busied himself removing his helmet and tearing open the zipper on his leather jacket while Jack just stared. Alrighty, then.

      “So what’s up?” Shane asked after the uncomfortable pause had joined forces with a downright awkward one.

      “You should have told me,” Jack said, his expression still grave.

      About Cara? It had to be about Cara.

      “Told you what?” Shane fronted.

      Jack scrubbed his hand through his thick, dark hair, making it stand on end in furious spikes. A very specific memory invaded Shane’s brain, and he forced it deep. He was so like … Looking at Jack and not being reminded was a downright impossibility but that’s the path Shane had chosen. Gotta take the bad with the good.

      “I had to hear it from Lili.” An edge of vexation had crept into Jack’s voice.

      So Cara had finally confided in her sister. Made sense, though the sisters hadn’t struck him as being all that close.

      “It just sort of happened,” he muttered.

      “Well, you should have come to me.” He raised his gaze to the building behind him as though pondering some great question. Pulling a jangle of keys from his pocket, he moved up the stoop toward a big oak door, about fifteen feet from the main entrance to DeLuca’s restaurant.

      “Come on up,” he said with weary resignation.

      Shane’s mind raced a mile a nanosecond. Was that it? You’re married to my future sister-in-law, so come on up? Not how he pictured his welcome to the family. He had a whole raft of other images in his head about that.

      Jack was already inside and had left the door ajar. When Shane made it to the top of the inside stair, Jack had disappeared through another doorway. He followed into a comfortably cluttered apartment, walled with an array of funky art pieces.

      “It’s a bit of a mess and I can move the furniture into storage if you don’t need it.” He surveyed Shane with a quick up-down as if he were assessing his armchair requirements. “Although I imagine you probably need something given how you’ve been living the last few weeks.”

      Realization clobbered Shane like a kiss with a two-by-four. “You’re offering me a place to live?”

      There was that mouth twist again. Uh, maybe not. Jack arced his arm around the space, taking in a large living room with a decent-sized kitchen.

      “I purchased the building about six months ago when I bought out the previous investor in DeLuca’s. Lili and I used to live here before we found the townhouse a few blocks over and I haven’t gotten around to fixing this unit up. She said you needed a place.”

      Shane’s brain was starting to settle with the knowledge that, one, Jack didn’t know about Cara and, two, he was offering him a place to stay but he didn’t seem too happy about it. Relief and confusion got tangled up in his head, refusing to comb straight so he could make whatever he said next sound coherent.

      “Is there a problem with me living here?”

      “No,” Jack said in a tone that rhymed with yes. “Lili said that sofa you’re sleeping on now is bad for your back. Not that it seems to have affected your dance moves.”

      Shane tried to swallow the horse-pill-sized lump in his throat, but it refused to budge. The last thing he wanted was for Jack to think he was angling for some kind of advantage. The last thing he wanted was to owe Jack Kilroy anything.

      “I wasn’t trying to wrangle a bed out of you,” he said sharply. “I was just making conversation after we danced at the wedding. I didn’t even think she was listening.”

      Jack held up both hands in a placating gesture. “Oh, I know. Lili likes to take care of people and it looks like you’re her next victim. You know how Italians are. No stray left unfed. Or unhoused.”

      Shane took a few steps toward the kitchen and trailed his fingers along the edge of the sturdy farmer’s table that would be great for making pastry dough. The corner of Jack’s mouth tipped up in a half smile.

      “Are you worried about the rent?”

      “No.” Shane took another look. It was hard to find a furnished flat in Chicago and this was so bloody perfect, he didn’t know where to start. The crazy-looking art above the living room sofa might be as good a place as any. Apparently, someone had stuck egg shells onto a rug sample and daubed it with wood varnish.

      “Is the art included?”

      Jack’s lips twitched. “Sure. What do you think of it?”

      Oh hell, that backfired. What the fuck was he supposed to say that wouldn’t offend the man’s fiancée?

      Shane tilted his head like he was taking in a Playboy centerfold and held his response for a couple of beats. “It’s interesting. Almost Dadaist in its commentary on social connections and the interior life.”

      Jack laughed, a robust sound that transformed the flat into a home. “Don’t worry, mate, Lili’s medium is photography. That belongs to one of her whackadoo artist pals, but good move all the same.”

      Shane couldn’t help his smile nor the way his heart lifted at the easy way Jack drew him in. Still, there was something all wrong about this. He had to refuse.

      “We’ll sort out a manageable rent. The place has a lot going for it—the best Italian food in the city downstairs, parking around back for that sweet ride of yours, only a ten-minute drive to work.” Jack leaned back against the table and folded his arms, a move that made Shane think he might be planning to stay awhile. A few moments clicked by, the silence surprisingly comfortable.

      “You play rugby?” Jack asked.

      “The sport of the oppressor? More a football man, myself.”

      “Don’t tell me, you’re one of those clover-blooded Irishmen who trots out the misty-eyed rebel songs after five pints of Guinness. The Irish have as long a rugby tradition as the British, you know. Besides, I’m Irish, too. On my mother’s side.”

      Shane knew all about Jack’s mother, but he was more interested in what Jack hadn’t said.

      The man’s father was also Irish but apparently, that connection wasn’t to be acknowledged.

      He turned to take another gander at the apartment as if he needed time to make up his mind. Jack blathered on, which was another thing he found surprising. The guy could talk the hind legs off a herd of mules.

      “I’m in a league that plays in Lincoln Park on Saturday mornings,” Jack was saying. “We get muddy, then hit a local pub for a full English and Premier League footie on the big screen. You should join us the next time.”

      A confetti bomb of—Jesus, joy—exploded in Shane’s chest, and he swallowed to get a grip. Rolling around the mud, a greasy breakfast, and the match on the telly sounded like an excellent way to spend a Saturday. Control yourself, boyo.

      “Sure,” he muttered, as noncommittal as possible.

      Jack answered with a nod and a smile, the warm, approving one the brigade waited on the balls of their feet to get every dinner service, and Shane knew then the fuzzy feeling a puppy must get when petted by his owner.

      Shit, he did not want to feel this way. The sooner Shane extracted himself from this murkier-by-the-minute situation, the better, because after only two weeks in Jack’s kitchen, the worst had already happened.

      Shane was starting to like his brother.

      He could tell him now. Spill it out while they were having this little moment. Two chefs—no, two friends—enjoying a laugh about sports and nut-job art. Two brothers from different mothers finally united after years of not knowing the other one existed. Well, one of them had known. Shane had found out twelve years ago that he had a half brother nine years his senior. And not just any brother.

      Jack fucking Kilroy.

      Already a big fish in his small British pond, Jack was about to take New York by storm when Shane’s father had dropped the bomb. He’d knocked up Jack’s mother twenty-odd years before, leaving her no choice but to hop the night boat to Liverpool and raise her kid the best way she could. The eerie similarities to his own situation had gripped Shane’s thirteen-year-old psyche. John “Packy” Sullivan hadn’t married Shane’s mother either and only acknowledged Shane when she died five years after he was born. The old bastard was no more interested in Jack than he was in his Shane, at least not until he saw an opening. An opportunity to make an easy quid.

      His father had laughed about how much of a pushover Jack was, how he’d forked over the cash without a word, but Shane knew there was more to the story. Not long after, when deep in his cups, a version closer to the truth emerged. Jack had paid up on the condition his father never showed his weathered, whiskey-pored face again. A bitter and twisted man, Packy had corkscrewed the knife into Shane’s heart, making it clear that Jack wanted nothing whatsoever to do with the man or his no-goodnik family. Any hope Shane harbored about finding a real connection with one of the men who shared his genetic code had died during that revealing conversation.

      Yes, their father had sullied any possibility for a heartfelt union of brother and brother.

      Every interview Jack had given after he surrendered his TV shows had told Shane the same thing. The man didn’t appreciate being used for his fame. An ex-girlfriend had sold him out to the tabloids and there was no end to the hangers-on looking for a piece of him. He never came out and said it directly, but Shane read between the lines how jaded Jack had been by that whole scene, what a relief it had been to get out of it and make something real with Lili. To get back to what he cared about—the food. His real family. If Shane spoke up, Jack would see shades of Packy Sullivan all over again. Just another guy on the make. Another user with an outstretched hand.

      Shane didn’t need Jack’s help to succeed and he sure as hell wasn’t here to ask for a handout. He had traveled the world, worked with some of the best chefs on the planet. He had earned his kitchen stripes, and damn, he deserved his place on Jack’s brigade. So what the hell was he doing here trying to prove something to a guy who, even if he knew Shane existed, wouldn’t give a flying fart about him?

      Simply put, he was curious. Packy was dead now, which made Jack Kilroy Shane’s only living relative and Shane interested enough to put his life on hold for a while because what he didn’t know was likely to kill him. He had to know what Jack was like without all the noise of the tabloids and interviews.

      He hadn’t reckoned on Cara, but then that was his father’s dominant genes coming up trumps. Shane didn’t look like the man, but apparently he had inherited his worst traits. The drunken, selfish, impulsive ones. Once he’d sorted out the Cara problem, confirmed his brother was an arsehole, and made the wedding cake to end all wedding cakes, he’d move on to the next phase.

      Unfortunately Jack was not playing his part and Shane’s oh-so-brilliant plan was suddenly fraught with risk. Working with the guy was bad enough. In the last five minutes, he had signed on as his rugby teammate, though he knew dick about the game, and a dangerous camaraderie was simmering to a boil. Camaraderie led to friendship and respect and other dangerous, unnamable emotions.

      Accepting an offer to live here was a terrible idea. He opened his mouth to say so.

      “Oh, you’re here,” a soft voice husked out behind him.

      Shane turned to find Lili dumping a passel of shopping bags in the hallway before stumbling over them to come inside. She touched his arm gently and Shane’s maudlin musings faded in the brightness of her smile. Soft, curvy, and warm, Lili was impossible to dislike.

      “You’re going to take it, Shane?”

      “Sure he is. He loves the art work.” Jack shone a conspiratorial smile in Shane’s direction.

      Man, couldn’t you at least try to be more of a dick?

      Lili plunked down on the plush, well-worn sofa and kicked off her shoes. “I found this in an alley two blocks from here. Tad almost broke his back trying to get it up those stairs.” She chuckled, pleased that she’d put her cousin through such torturous exercise. “Good times.”

      She tilted her head up to Jack, who was still leaning against the kitchen table. “Good times here as well,” he said, his voice so low Lili’s face flamed the color of steamed lobster.

      “Jack,” she murmured.

      “Lili,” he murmured right back.

      Shane rocked back on his heels, realization dawning. “You guys have christened every stick of furniture, then?”

      “Shane!” Lili’s hand flew to her still-pinked cheek.

      “Well, the coffee table wasn’t really conducive,” Jack said to Shane. “Not that we didn’t give it the old college try.”

      Lili’s embarrassment gave way to a laugh, and as Jack joined in, Shane felt he had earned the right to as well. A warm glow filled him up, washing through his veins, tapping into wells of emotion he had thought long dry. This is a terrible idea, the voice of reason repeated, but it was a faint echo now.

      A movement in the hallway caught his attention.

      “Lili, there are still eleventy million bags in the car—Oh, what’s going on here?”

      The laughing tableau was shattered by the appearance of Cara, her slim silhouette between the doorjamb exuding enough tension to splinter the frame. On seeing him, she gripped her shopping bag handles tight and launched into a toe-tap, one of those I’m-waiting-for-an-answer bits that Shane thought you saw only in movies. Anticipation and dread sloshed over him, and he looked to Jack for confirmation.

      “Shane, if you run out of sugar, Cara will be happy to oblige,” Jack said dryly. “She lives across the hall.”
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